Prevalence of smokers and nicotine-addicted patients in a suburban emergency department.
To define the prevalence of smokers and nicotine-addicted patients in a suburban, community ED. This was a prospective survey of consecutive ED patients seen in a suburban ED with an annual patient census of 48,000. Medically stable patients aged 18 years or older were eligible for inclusion. Patients were excluded if they had predominantly psychiatric complaints or were critically ill. Patients were queried about their smoking habits by a closed-question survey, which included the previously validated Fagerstrom Test for Nicotine Dependence. The study was conducted during a six-week period, only at times when there were dedicated research associates available to ensure consecutive patient entry. Continuous variables were analyzed by Student's t-tests. Clinical variables were analyzed by chi-square tests. All tests were two-tailed with alpha at 0.05. 1,515 patients comprised the study group. The mean age (+/-SD) was 45.6 (+/-18.9) years; 52% were female, 25% were nonwhite, and 47% were college graduates. There were 317 (21%) smokers. Patients having private physicians were less likely to smoke (18% vs 29%, p = 0.001). Of all smokers, 46% were moderately to severely nicotine-dependent, 69% wanted to quit, and 30% expressed an interest in joining a smoking cessation program. A substantial percentage of ED patients smoke, many of them are nicotine-addicted, and the majority would like to quit. Randomized, controlled trials are needed to determine whether interventions by physicians in the ED can have an impact on the smoking habits of these patients.